as a young American of that time could learn. ' ''$ At around that time, the Abstract Expressionist Robert Motherwell was creating his series of Elegies to the Spanish Republic, a parade of largely black canvases dominated by oblique representations of archetypal Spanish subjects such as bullfighting. As Arthur Danto has written of these images : '' ' Spain ' denotes a land of suffering and poetic violence and political agony, and 'Elegy' carries the literary weight of tragedy and disciplined lamentation. ''% Pagan Spain takes as its context a literary and intellectual climate formed by these writers and artists. Wright came to Spain in the wake of the literary and artistic avant-garde exemplified by Stein, Motherwell and Hemingway. But he also arrived in a country encountered and represented by a clutch of African-American writers. Although the progenitor of Wright's trip was Gertrude Stein, the journey into Spain was to become a mapping of Wright's racial and cultural identity as a black American Protestant. And in exploring his fascination with Spain, Wright edged himself into a specific literary genealogy : a chain of black American writers who found in Spain a fascinating cultural zone : a site of seduction and fascination, a space of contested cultural meanings. Wright's journey was framed by the context of late American modernism, but it was equally framed by African-American writing. As M. Lynn Weiss notes, in one of few specific accounts of Pagan Spain, the '' larger ambition '' was 'to place the history of African-Americans (and particularly Wright's own history) in a global context. ' It was beginning to make sense ; I was a heathen and these devout boys were graciously coming to my rescue. In their spontaneous embrace of me they were acting out a role that had been implanted in them since childhood. I was not only a stranger, but a '' lost '' one in dire need of being saved. Yet there was no condescension in their manner ; they acted with the quiet assurance of men who knew that they had the only truth in existence and they were offering it to me. (-)
The key phrase here is '' the only truth in existence. '' Pagan Spain is a text where the object of anthropological study usurps the position of the ethnographer. Wright is often constructed by the gaze of the wondering Spanish ; but, equally, he himself decodes and interprets the Spanish. Wright presents himself as an enlightenment traveller, a quizzical and ironic figure imbued with relativism and a sense of enquiry. What marks out the Spanish as pre-modern and pagan is their belief that they possess '' the only truth in existence. '' Wright and his reader are positioned as more knowing, more sophisticated ; in their ideological naivety the Spanish become modern equivalents to the Native Americans who first confronted Columbus. In this sense, Pagan Spain can be read quite literally as a meditation on Stein's phrase, '' ' Spain is primitive, but lovely. ' '' For Stein, Spain's primitivism denotes a familiar notion of romantic '' backwardness. '' Such an image of picturesque ruin or failure had, of course, surfaced in American writing in Washington Irving's The Alhambra () ; but Wright was perhaps the first writer to attempt a detailed ideological analysis of what such backwardness meant. Thus, '' Paganism '' is cognate with backwardness ; but it also has a politicised inflection, denoting a religious order hostile to progress, modern liberalism and rationality. Wright used '' pagan '' ironically : the term has no sense of pagan pleasure or sensuality, signifying instead a dark irrationality.
For Wright, Spain resonated in what we would now call a postcolonial manner. Exploring Spain in the midst of journeys to Africa and Indonesia, Wright found an ironic lesson for the European colonizers. The original imperial power, Spain, had become a bizarrely antediluvian society, locked in a medieval ideology. At the heart of this ethos Wright locates political backwardness, the backwardness of pre-modern paganism. The overall argumentative pattern of the text is structured by an ironic reversal that locates within Spain's superficial civilization a deep-rooted paganism resistant to modernity. The Spanish thought they had brought civilization to the heathen peoples of the Americas ; in Wright's diagnosis, Columbus transported a fervently elemental Christianity from which the Spanish have barely progressed. '' Spain '' therefore signifies a curious and dangerous fusion of pagan religiosity and repressive totalitarianism. The country has conspicuously fallen out of the broad currents of historical progress. At one point Wright imagines this historical backwardness encoded in the very landscape. Amidst the empty hills he sees the occasional industrial chimney, marking out the feebleness of Iberian progress :
There were no signs whatever of industrial or farm life and when, later, I did see a rare stack-pipe, black or red, lost and lonely in the scaly hills, it resembled an exclamation point, emphasising how far Spain had fallen to the rear of her sister European nations.
(PS, )
Underpinning such commentary is a straightforward progressive agenda. Wright '' reads off '' the landscape of Spain as if it were literally encoded with signs of progress ; landscape becomes text, a script where the traveller notes marks of economic or political advance. At such points Wright comes curiously close to the semiotics of '' progress '' seen in Irving's work : landscape is decoded for signatures of advancement and decline.
If Wright occasionally forces or overplays his thesis in Pagan Spain, then we must acknowledge that he had powerful political reasons to do so. For the final lesson of Pagan Spain is a postcolonial insight : that a modern European nation can also be thought of as if it were a '' dark continent, '' saturated with superstition, irrationality, oppression and totalitarianism. And in his final paragraphs Wright explicitly rooted this '' irrational paganism '' in the original imperial impulse of  :
In , in the name of God, the Son and the Holy Ghost, the Catholic king and queen, Ferdinand and Isabel, had driven the Moors from Spain, had liquidated the Jews, and had scattered a handful of wilful Gypsies (who were supposed to have forged the nails that went into the cross of Christ !) to the winds. The Inquisition, that cold and calculating instrument of God's terror, had whipped the Spaniards into a semblance of outward conformity, yet keeping intact all the muddy residue of an irrational paganism that lurked at the bottom of the Spanish heart, and Spain had been ready with one Will, one Race, one God, and one Aim … And Spain, despite all the heroic sacrifices of her liberals, of her poets, of her lovers of liberty, had remained stuck right at that point. (PS, )
THE COMPOSITION OF PAGAN SPAIN : '' COMBINATION ''
As a work of travel literature and political reportage, Pagan Spain furthered Wright's fascination with factual and documentary discourses, and with a writing partly derived from sociology. Earlier works, such as , , Black Voices () had quite deliberately invoked discourses from academic research ; the subtitle of that book, A Folk History of the Negro in the United States, pitched for scholarly weight. The use of photographs (Wright was co-credited along with '' photo-direction by Edwin Rosskam '') further demonstrated an affinity with the photodocumentary realism of works such as Walker Evans and James Agee's  text, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.#" Wright also provided the '' Introduction '' to Black Metropolis (), a study by Horace R. Cayton and St. Clair Duke of black Chicago. Black Metropolis was a sociological but also a polemic work, a monumental analysis of an African-American urban community that positioned alongside statistics and demographics a series of more speculative essays in political theory. Wright introduced the book with praise for the '' honest science '' of Chicago, by which he meant the sociological research of luminaries such as the University's Robert E. Park.## He demonstrated his fascination with sociological methodology, and his awareness of the varied academic discourses which Cayton and Drake had deployed. In a telling comment Wright noted that, '' The dominant hallmark of the book is the combination throughout of the disciplines of both sociology and anthropology. ''#$ For '' Combination '' is the key to Pagan Spain. The text straddles a number of stylistic registers as it dips into and out of a variety of generic conventions. At several points Wright deploys political and religious history, sociology and anthropology ; he also amalgamates topical, political commentary with personal memoir. Pagan Spain might be read as a typical example of the discursive polymorphousness seen by Michael Kowalewski as typical of travel writing. Kowalewski points to the '' dauntingly heterogeneous character '' of this form ; it '' borrows freely from the memoir, journalism, letters, guidebooks, confessional narrative, and, most important, fiction. '' #% These various registers can be found in Wright's book, but its two dominant modes are a form of analytic essay (derived from political science or sociology) and a wryly ironic firstperson narrative. When Wright began to work on the '' Spanish job '' he extended his knowledge of that country by looking into Spanish history ; he researched at the United Nations library in Geneva, reading '' up-to-date information on the development of Spain's economy. ''#& This combination of historical reading with social-economic analysis provides a template for Pagan Spain. One way to read this text would be as a sociological report or an anthropological investigation. Wright was certainly aware of the codes and methods of such academic writing. On his journey to Geneva he was accompanied by his old friend, the Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal ; Wright also dedicated Pagan Spain to Myrdal and his wife. The epigraph reads : '' For my friends  and   who suggested this book and whose compassionate hearts have long brooded upon the degradation of human life in Spain '' (no page number given). more dogmatic and authoritarian than implied by this progressive format). One question asks, '' Since when have we known that Spain has a destiny to fulfil ?, '' to which the answer given is : '' Since the most remote ages of its history. '' The litany of imperial examples then adduced includes the conquest of the Americas, the moment '' When the sovereigns, Isabel and Ferdinand, began, through the Universities and the Spanish missionaries they sent there, to civilize the whole of America '' (PS, ). The FormacıT on Politica has two functions within Pagan Spain : first, it acts as a skein that links together the disparate sections of the text ; second, it provides a revelation of the Spanish ideology in that ideology's own words. It is self-revelation, an exposure of pagan Spain by means of its own discourse (though, of course, it is Wright himself who is ultimately in control, as editor of this material). Wright rather grandiloquently deploys FormacıT on Politica as a representative text for the West in its totality : '' I was staring at the mouth, at the veritable fount of Western history '' (PS, ). This is Wright's rewriting of his mentor Stein's comment that Spain is where one can find what the Western world is made of. Wright recasts Stein to imagine this '' Westness '' in explicitly ideological terms : Spain as avatar of imperialism.
Wright searches for a central, defining ideological characteristic of the country : the FormacıT on Politica is one way in which that ideology or creed reveals itself. Wright steadily defines the clutch of characteristics that mark the Spanish ideology : pagan religiosity, anti-modernism, authoritarianism, intermittent racism, secrecy. Here, we see the importance of Wright's knowledge of social and political science, particularly the work of those academics I have already mentioned : Gunnar Myrdal, Horace Cayton, St. Clair Drake. Both Black Metropolis and An American Dilemma had been constructed around the identification of a central, common American ideology ; the broad gist of both works was that AfricanAmericans shared that belief system, and that more should be done to incorporate them into society. Gunnar Myrdal had explicitly identified an American '' creed '' at the very start of An American Dilemma : '' Americans of all national origins, classes, regions, creeds, and colors, have something in common : a social ethos, a political creed. ''#) In writing about Spain, Wright transposed the logic of An American Dilemma, seeking out the '' social ethos '' which the Spanish held in common.
The fundamental formalistic pattern of Pagan Spain is to move between these generalized and theoretical analyses, on the one hand, and highly Crucially, the affinity here is between the '' American Negro '' and the '' Protestants in Spain, '' not between Protestants of two nationalities. Wright works in such passages as a kind of polemical structuralist, an analyst of different societies concerned to map an underlying cartography of suffering. At such points the impress of his reading in sociology and political theory can be felt. Note the lesson that Wright draws from the communality of suffering in the US and Spain. '' It is another proof, if any is needed today, that the main and decisive aspects of human reactions are conditioned and are not inborn. '' The final lesson, in other words, is not merely that '' oppressed minorities '' throughout the world share a '' background of psychological suffering '' ; it is that social conditioning underpins such pain. '' Human reactions are conditioned. '' Let us return to the moment when Wright first encounters the Spanish : '' I was a heathen … . I was not only a stranger, but a 'lost' one in dire need of being saved '' (PS, -). What interests me here is the simultaneous recognition and obscuring of racial difference. The Spanish immediately mark his otherness ; but by a process of transference this racial difference becomes that of the indigenous Americans. Why is Wright not recognized for what he is -the descendant of Africans ? Framing this encounter, in fact, is a much larger displacement in the text : the exploration of various kinds of racial '' Others '' (the Moor, the Native American) in place of a recognition that Africans played a part in the construction of the Spanish empire. Where, in short, is the discussion of slavery in Pagan Spain ?
If an African-American writer approached this topic today, it is hard to see how the subject of slavery could be overlooked. In place of Wright's lacuna (the absence of slavery), we now have historiographic plenitude, as commentators position imperial Spain within comparative studies of slave-owning empires. Robin Blackburn has recently argued that Spanish slavery was exemplary for the other European powers. For, '' together with the Portuguese example, it was to serve as a sort of model for other colonists and colonial powers -just as the term 'Negro' was adopted into English, with a heavy implication of enslavement. '' Even if they were to adopt other socio-economic models, Blackburn adds, the colonists of North America '' were very much aware of the Spanish practice of African slavery. ''#* Blackburn's magisterial study suggests one reply to Stein's assertion that in Spain Wright would find '' what the Western world is made of '' : the West is here '' made of '' slaves, a practice established by colonists from the Iberian peninsula. For Wright, it was possible to disengage discussion of slavery and empire in ways that would not be possible today. As a writer concerned with liberation struggles he was fascinated by imperialism and its decomposition, but his analysis of empire did not lead to engagement with the hard facts of slavery. He wrote as an internationalist for whom anticolonial and anti-imperial paradigms were paramount, even though they did not connect with an account of slavery in its American context. Wright published Pagan Spain in , at the juncture where this intellectual framework began to give way to a rewritten history of slavery. 
